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Destination marketing organisations (DMO) will soon no longer exist in their current form, 
and so now is an opportune time for tourism academics to engage in innovative thinking 
about the future of these entities. While the general structure and core activities of DMOs 
have remained uniformly constant around the world for several decades, powerful forces are 
converging in a manner that is stimulating debate about the future relevance of the traditional 
DMO. The travel industry operates in a macro environment, over which the DMO has no 
control, featuring continuous discontinuous change; where change is increasingly in the form 
of forced disruption rather than incremental improvements, and DMOs are not immune to the 
effects of this phenomenon. It is timely therefore, for researchers to consider how innovation 
will shape DMOs in an increasingly uncertain future. In particular, three intertwined areas of 
research gaps related to DMOs stand out: politics, performance, and paradigm. 
 
Politics 
There are two key areas of politics relating to destination marketing that warrant urgent 
research attention: the politics around government funding, and the politics of DMO decision 
making. Universally, DMOs have an over-reliance on government funding, from either 
annual grants or though tourism taxes, without which they would struggle to survive. For 
example, New Zealand’s regional tourism organisations (RTO) are funded primarily by local 
government grants, which account for an average 83% of their total income. DMOs do not 
take government backing for granted, and also understand they might not be guaranteed such 
funding over the longer term. At a national level for example, in 2014 Brand USA received 
federal government support only until 2020, at which time the Travel Promotion Act might or 
might not be re-enacted. Despite these two issues of over-reliance on government support and 
long term funding uncertainty, there has been a lack of published research into alternative 
models of funding, to counter the reduction or withdrawal of government support. The 
negative impacts of such funding cuts have already been reported in the cases of Maine, 
Colorado and Illinois, USA (Doering 1979, Bonham & Mak 1996, Bolson 2005), Rotorua 
and Waikato in New Zealand (Horn, Fairweather & Simmons 2000, Coventry 2006), the UK 
(Johnson 2011, in Hays, Page & Buhalis 2013, Coles, Dinan & Hutchison 2014), Greece 
(Trihas, Perakakis, Venitourakis, Mastorakis, & Kopanakis, 2013), Portugal (Oliveira & 
Panyak, 2015), and Italy (Reinhold, Laesser & Beritelli, 2015).  
 
DMOs have no control over the allocation of government funds, nor public perceptions about 
tourism funding being akin to corporate welfare (see for example Gatty & Blalock, 1997). 
The current economic cycle is forcing governments worldwide to introduce austerity 
measures to counter decreased public revenue. Although widely acknowledged as an 
economic generator, during periods of economic uncertainty tourism will always face the risk 
of being considered a non-essential government funding responsibility, in relation to the 
escalating costs of necessary services such as health, education and infrastructure. As part of 
economic rationalisation we are already seeing DMOS in the UK and New Zealand being 
legislatively subsumed into broader economic development agencies. It must be remembered 
that while tourists generate a sizable part of the tax base, they are not voters (Wanhill, 2000). 
Thus more research is needed, both for the development of alternative funding models, and 
best practise examples of political lobbying.  
 
The politics of destination decision making has also been neglected in the tourism literature, 
relative to the wealth of marketing-related studies such as destination image analyses. 
Governments provide DMOs with funding to stimulate economic and social benefits for the 
wider community, and thus governance of DMOs requires impartial and holistic destination 
marketing strategies. However, the structure of most DMOs as public-private partnerships or 
Qangos, means that governance also features a majority of private sector tourism business 
representatives on the board of directors. Anyone who has worked for a DMO understands 
that politics in DMO decision making is unavoidable, given the vested interests of such 
diverse stakeholders as government bureaucrats, tourism businesses, travel intermediaries, 
developers, host community, and conservationists, will not always converge. For example, in 
2012, Qantas withdrew a major financial contribution to joint venture marketing with 
Tourism Australia, because of a perceived conflict of interest the NTO board chairman held. 
The chairman was a member of the board of a company attempting a buyout of Qantas (Pike 
& Page, 2014). Politics is about “the striving for power, and power is about who gets what, 
when and how in the political and administrative system and in the tourism sector” (Elliott, 
1997, p. 10). In this regard, the term thuggery was recently introduced to the tourism lexicon 
to describe the destination branding process at one RTO in Australia (see Nardi, Marzano & 
Mendieta, 2016). Other aspects of problems of politics in DMO decision making have 
included: strategic failure in Scotland (Kerr, 2004); the interference from foreign travel 
intermediaries in derailing Morocco’s destination branding (Vial 1997, in Morgan & 
Pritchard 1998); the negative influence of foreign travel intermediaries on seasonality at a 
Mediterranean sun and sea resort destination (Pike, 2008); the influence of local residents in 
changing a Singapore’s branding (Henderson, 2000); and self-interest among members of a 
Caribbean NTO board of directors (Pike, 2016). Such politics have potential to undermine 
both the effectiveness of the DMO, along with perceptions of fairness by stakeholders, which 
can in turn impact on government and joint venture funding. Make no mistake that although 
there is a lack of academic discussion on this issue there is a commonality of political 
tensions inherent in DMO decision making, which impact on performance. Case studies from 
an emic perspective in one part of the world would provide important lessons for researchers 
and practitioners in other regions. One inherent problem remains however, and that is the 
issue of gaining research access to the corridors of power by organisations wary of public 
criticism. 
 
Performance 
Since the destination marketing literature commenced in 1973 there has been a surprising 
lack of research that addresses the question “to what extent are DMOs responsible for 
increases in visitor arrivals, length of stay, spending and other performance metrics (Pike & 
Page, 2014, p. 211). The central problem is the difficulty in isolating cause and effect 
relationships for key destination performance metrics (eg. the dependent variable) such as 
visitor arrivals, length of stay, and spending; and isolating the effect of extraneous variables 
such as: user-generated content on social media; economic factors in source markets, 
including exchange rates and interest rates; travel intermediaries’ activities; other 
stakeholders’ activities; the media; the weather, and so forth. Given increasing pressure on 
governments to defend public spending on non-essential services, the lack of ability to 
precisely demonstrate the market impact specifically caused by the DMO will inhibit future 
government funding consideration. 
 Another neglected aspect of performance measurement is management’s efficient use of the 
DMO’s organisational resources. While inefficient private sector organisations do not survive 
in the free market due to superior competitors, a DMO is not in a competitive position per se. 
Just as in the case of a public funded regional hospital or prison, the DMO is commonly the 
only such organisation in town, and does not face the same competitive pressures as a private 
sector business. Nevertheless there is going to be increasing pressure in the future on DMOs 
to achieve more with less resources, and so more research is needed on innovative best 
practise. 
 
 Paradigm 
The first DMOs pre date the start of the tourism academic literature by over 100 years. 
DMOs form one of the key pillars in the tourism ‘system’, given the majority of tourism 
activities take place at destinations (Leiper, 1979), destinations have emerged as the biggest 
travel brands (Morgan, Pritchard & Pride, 2002), and most places now fund a DMO to 
coordinate a collaborative approach to marketing (Pike & Page, 2014). Since the 
establishment of the early DMOs their core role has essentially be promotion orientated. This 
is because promotion is arguably the only element of the marketing mix where destination 
marketers are able to exert direct control (Pike, 2016). Indeed, in a consensus building 
session at the second Biennial Forum on Advances in Destination Management in 2014 there 
were calls from participants to rename DMOs as destination communication organisations, to 
better reflect their core function (see Reinhold, Laesser & Beritelli, 2015). This is a far more 
sensible approach that the nomenclature of destination management organisation, which has 
recently entered the tourism academic discourse. Such a term is a misnomer, given few 
destination marketers have the mandate or resources to manage the resources at their 
destination. The term therefore sets up false expectations of the nature of destination 
leadership able to be provided by the DMO, particularly during periods of crisis or economic 
downturn. 
 
DMOs are entering an era of unprecedented uncertainty about their future existence and role.  
While the DMO operating paradigm has largely remained unchanged for over a century, a 
number of forces are currently converging in a way that could lead to revolutionary change: 
 
 An increasing number of DMOs will face major funding cuts from Governments 
facing increased pressure providing essential services, without alternative finance 
sources. 
 There will be increased demands from stakeholders for transparency of DMO 
decision making. 
 There will be increasing pressure from stakeholders on DMOs to demonstrate market 
effectiveness and organisational efficiency. 
 User-generated content on social media, overwhelming the marketing 
communications of destination marketers, will call into question the promotional role 
of traditional DMOs that have been slow to adopt meaningful consumer engagement 
through Web 2.0 technologies. 
 Opportunities and threats created by the pace of technology-based disruptive change 
will force a revolutionary new DMO paradigm of structure and activity, away from 
the traditional top-down and often bureaucratic approach that is the norm. 
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